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Abstract  
This article explores how the geographic and historical facts underpinning the narrative of 
Baz Luhrmann’s Australia (2008) intersect with the imaginative use of the landscape and 
with the fantasy of Australianness that the film constructs. We argue the fictional Never-
Never Land through which the characters in the film travel is an, albeit problematic, 
‘indigenising’ space that can be entered imaginatively through cultural texts including poetry, 
literature and film, or through cultural practices including touristic pilgrimages to landmarks 
such as Uluru (formerly known as Ayers Rock), Kakadu National Park and Nitmiluk 
National Park (Katherine Gorge). These actual and virtual journeys to the Never-Never have 
broader implications in terms of fostering a sense of belonging and legitimating white 
presence in the land through affect, nostalgia and the invocation of an imagined sense of 
solidarity and community. The concept of the Never-Never functions to create an ahistorical, 
inclusive space that grounds diverse conceptions of Australianness in a shared sense of 
belonging and home that is as mythical, contradictory and wondrous as the idea of the Never-
Never itself. The representations of this landscape and the story of the characters that traverse 
it self-consciously construct a relationship to past events and to film history, as well as 
constructing a comfortable subject position for contemporary Australians to occupy in 
relation to the land, the colonial past, and the present.  
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Introduction: Australia’s Affective Landscapes  
In this article, we argue that Baz Luhrmann's Australia (2008) enacts a complex and 
ambivalent fantasy of reconciliation and nationalism played out on the paysage moralisé of 
the Never-Never region of the country's north. This remote region is presented as an 
intensive, affective, even heterotopic space that exerts a kind of 'indigenizing' power to 
change both the characters’ and the viewer's connection to the land and to the nation in turn. 
In this article, we bring insights from tourism studies and media geography together with a 
socio-cultural analysis of landscape in cinema studies to argue the imagined realms of ‘The 
Land of Oz’ and ‘The Never-Never’ function in the film and in associated tourism campaigns 
as a contradictory fantasy space promising transformative experiences within the Australian 
landscape and generating an imagined sense of belonging that serves to reconcile tensions 
underlying the conception of Australia as a homeland.  
Australia opens with a spinning globe, magical realism, and scenes of flight. A half-
Aboriginal boy, Nullah (Brandon Walters), uses a magic song to gentle the highly strung 
thoroughbred filly, Capricornia, and flees on horseback from the billabong where he 
witnesses the murder of British station owner Lord Maitland Ashley (Anton Monsted) as his 
wife, Lady Sarah Ashley (Nicole Kidman), wings her way to Australia aboard a Catalina 
‘flying boat’. There she is whisked away by the dashing Drover (Hugh Jackman) who escorts 
her overland to her station, Faraway Downs. Australia’s exposition therefore constructs the 
continent after which the film is named as a land of mobility and freedom; make-believe and 
fantasy—much like the dreamscape of the Land of Oz in The Wizard of Oz (Fleming, 1939). 
Yet, unlike The Wizard of Oz, which takes place somewhere over the rainbow, Australia 
anchors its narrative in the geographic and historical world, locating the story in the far north 
of Australia at the advent of the Second World War. 
The audience enters Australia aligned with Nullah’s subject position as he narrates 
the film, stating that he is neither a blackfella, nor a whitefella. The fact that the film is 
narrated by Nullah is important in terms of the way the audience is positioned in relation to 
the screen characters, and the way the landscape is pictured. Australia invites the audience to 
see the world as its narrator does and to experience the story through Nullah’s memory 
narrative. The narrative loops back on itself in the film’s exposition as Nullah’s story and 
Sarah’s story intersect at the water tank where Nullah first sets eyes on ‘Mrs Boss’ and she 
first sets eyes on the dusty expanse of Faraway Downs. Thus, from the outset, the audience’s 
point of view on Australia is neither white nor black, neither past nor present. However, 
although Nullah is the conduit for the viewer's experience—it is he who invites the viewer 
into the diegesis—it is ultimately through Lady Sarah’s eyes that the viewer sees the land as 
if for the first time and it is her gradual awakening to the land that the viewer is invited to 
relate to.  
Sarah’s introduction to the country is certainly inauspicious. The initial drive from 
Darwin to Faraway Downs entails crossing a dusty desert, overexposed to communicate a 
sense of searing heat and light. When Sarah arrives at the station she looks out over the 
parched landscape and remarks that she can’t understand what her husband saw in the 
country. And yet by the time of the cattle drove drove from Faraway Downs to Darwin, it is 
apparent that her feelings about the land have changed. Nullah’s voice-over tells us ‘When 
Mrs Boss first came to this land she looked, but she didn’t see. Now she got her eyes open for 
the first time’. Sarah’s journey is not simply physical, it is also an affective journey through a 
landscape that reflects her shifting emotional relationship to the land and its people.  
According to cinematographer Mandy Walker, Luhrmann was deliberate in his 
portrayal of the landscape as emotive: 'Baz said to me really early on that the landscape was a 
character in the film’ (cited in Bodey 2008: 12). Walker therefore ‘utilised the harsh outback 
light at midday when Luhrmann wanted to portray ominous scenes; [and] used soft-focus 
backgrounds, silhouettes against sunsets and the lush afternoon light for romantic scenes’ in 
order ‘to represent the drama emotionally’ (Bodey 2008: 12). Similarly, music and sound 
design signal the characters' emotions and orchestrate their—and the audience's—shifting 
relationship to the land. The film's set design also exhibits a clear affective intent, most 
evident in the use of Aboriginal cultural artefacts in Faraway Downs to mirror the characters' 
emotional states and guide those of the viewer as Sarah’s relationship to Australia alters. In 
‘bad times’ Faraway Downs is cluttered with dark Victorian furniture and male dominated 
Aboriginal artefacts such as spears, shields and woomeras; in ‘good times’ it is open and 
bright, decorated with feminine artefacts such as woven baskets, painted feathers, textiles, 
and fish traps (Martin 2008: n.p.). Thus Faraway Downs itself subtly becomes an 
'indigenising space' which can, simultaneously, be interpreted as a space of cultural 
appropriation.  
Such representations are grounded in historical attitudes to the land and are 
important in constructing identity in a way that serves powerful cultural and social interests 
(Harris, 2006: 109–110), in this case legitimating white land ownership and the sovereignty 
of the pioneer settler. The history of the film locations themselves is thoroughly inscribed 
with legends of heroic pioneering families claiming the land as their own and establishing 
vast, productive stations in the Australian outback. The location on which Faraway Downs 
was constructed, Carlton Hill cattle station, has explicit ties to these legends, having been 
established by the Durack family in 1893 following their exploration of the Cockburn Range 
and Ord River area of the Kimberley in the 1880s. Known as ‘Cattle Kings’, the Duracks and 
their kin the Costellos at one time held as much station land as the ‘Carney Cattle Company.’ 
They drove several thousand head of cattle overland on the ‘Big Trek’ across the continent, 
dropping in at Elsey Station en route to the ‘promised land’ of the Eastern Kimberley.  
Indeed, Luhrmann's film draws on passages from Mary Durack's biographical novel 
Kings of Grass Castles (1959), which documents the Duracks' role in settling the Kimberley 
and establishing stock routes and commercial cattle stations.1 Where Kings of Grass Castles 
documents the complexity of the Duracks' strained attempts to forge amicable relationships 
with Aboriginal inhabitants of the land on which they settled, the film sets up King Carney 
and Lady Ashley as opposing aspects of white settler pastoralism. Carney represents the 
ruthless, commercialising force of land acquisition which displaced and abused Aboriginal 
people whereas Ashley represents a more benign presence that seeks to develop and 
understand the land and make it a home in peaceful cohabitation with Aborigines who 
become productive labourers and are treated as extended family.   
Despite the film's attempt to show multiple perspectives, spatial conflict is not easily 
resolved and even the territory in which the drama plays out remains ambiguous: Australia is 
not firmly set in the Eastern Kimberley, or even in the Northern Territory. As we argue in 
‘Imaginative Cinematic Geographies of Australia’ (Mitchell and Stadler 2010), the Top End 
and the Central Desert regions are frequently mapped onto each other in the Australian 
cultural imaginary, their meanings as xenomorphic spaces of freedom and exile are conflated 
into a generalized 'Never-Never' land. This enables the Never-Never to localize and contain 
the imagined threat of the Indigenous Other and the Asian Other encroaching on the Northern 
border as well as mobilizing ideals of freedom and opportunity associated with the Australian 
landscape. Thus, the Never-Never is a symbolic space with a dual function: the monsoonal 
rains and fearsome droughts of the Australian tropical climate ensure it can be represented as 
an exotic, fertile utopian dreamland (like Peter Pan’s Never Land) and, simultaneously, a 
faraway desert wasteland imagined to be the red heart of Australia. Further, it is the 
imaginative, affective space of the ‘Never Never’ that enables contradictory aspects of 
Australia's reconciliatory fantasy to play out.  
 
                                                
1 In journals and letters from the time, the Duracks vividly evoke the very locations in which 
Luhrmann’s film is shot, describing: ‘the white salt marsh vanishing in blue mirage, wild 
birds and pale clusters of lilies at the Twelve Mile Lagoon, shadow-blue of House Roof Hill 
[the location for Faraway Downs] where the Ord swung out east’ and the surrounding grass 
plains and billabongs (Durack 2008: 280). 
Never-Never Land  
The Never-Never is an imprecise locale that exists only in fiction or in the cultural imaginary 
and is characterized as a remote, uninhabited region of outback Australia.2 Henry Lawson 
provides one of the best known evocations of the Never-Never in his 1906 poem ‘The Never-
Never Country’. Lawson describes the location of the Never-Never as ‘Up-Country and Out-
Back’, imagined as a great northern land beyond routines of everyday life.3 For Lawson, it is 
a land of grand sunsets, dreamy plains and hopeless deserts; a land that:  
 
Lies beyond the farming belt/ Wide wastes of scrub and plain/ A blazing desert in the 
drought/ A lake-land after rain/ To the skyline sweeps the waving grass/ Or whirls the 
scorching sand—/ A phantom land, a mystic realm!/ The Never-Never Land. (Lawson 
1906)  
  
Australia refers to the Kuraman Desert as Never-Never Land, implying that Faraway Downs 
is on its outskirts, yet the film taps into cultural understandings of the North more generally 
and the region where the station is located as Never-Never country. Indeed, Lawson’s poem 
                                                
2 In 'Fixing the Never Never' Rachel Davison's research refers to the online Australian 
National Dictionary which suggests that the phrase is descended from a Kamilaroi word, 
Nievah Vahs, meaning “unoccupied land.” This phrase, she says, was used by F B Cooper in 
his book Wild Adventures, associating the phrase with an Aboriginal language group, the 
Kamilaroi. However, the Kamilaroi language has no words beginning with 'Ni,' leading 
Davison to argue that "the attribution of this etymology to the phrase Never-never is simply 
an attempt at literary justification for colonisation of land deemed to be unoccupied because 
its occupants were the Indigenous tribes of Australia” (Davison 2009: 9–10). 
3 An even earlier evocation of the Never-Never occurs in A.J. Boyd's Old Colonials (1882). 
Boyd wrote of his experience in the uninhabited regions of the outback and Northern 
Territories of Australia, asking 'what on earth is to be done in this wretched Never-never 
country?' (cited in Davison 2009: 5). Five years later Barcroft Boake wrote the poem ‘Where 
the Dead Men Lie’ (1897) and, subsequently, many other authors have also sought terms that 
encompass the northern Australian landscape. In Capricornia, the 1938 Xavier Herbert novel 
that gives the black filly her name in Australia, the mythical space corresponding to the 
Never-Never in Australia’s Top End is called ‘Capricornia’ to signify the region north of the 
Tropic of Capricorn. Herbert’s novel sits alongside Jeannie Gunn's autobiography We of the 
Never-Never (1908) in the canon of northern Australian literature: both ‘Capricornia’ and 
‘The Never-Never’ have become bywords for the Northern Territory. Indeed, Australia's 
credits acknowledge ‘the contribution made by the late Xavier Herbert in chronicling the 
events of northern Australia in his novels Capricornia and Poor Fellow My Country.’ 
Luhrmann pays homage to the latter work in the ‘Poor Fellow Rum’ his characters drink. 
provides an apt description of Faraway Downs itself: located beyond the scorching sand 
storms of the Kuraman desert, the arid station becomes a verdant, fecund island in the 
tropical wet season when the Mitchell grass grows tall to feed the stock. According to Jeannie 
Gunn in her 1908 autobiographical novel, We of the Never-Never, the Never-Never gets its 
name because, for all its beauty, it is full of danger and hardship—a place where those 
unsuited to the lifestyle never-never want to linger, yet those who have lived there come to 
love it and never-never want to leave.  
The cattle drove crosses through the Kuraman Desert,4 which, as the Drover 
explains, means traversing the unmappable terrain of the Never-Never. The bleached expanse 
of the Kuraman Desert marked on the film's film's map of Australia that is visible as the 
globe spins at the beginning and end of the film place it just north of Elsey Station outside the 
town of Mataranka, precisely where We of the Never-Never was written and later filmed. 
North of Mataranka is also the location of Kakadu National Park, the site where Mick 
Dundee stands on a rocky outcrop at Ubirr and gestures to the far horizon saying ‘that’s 
Never-Never country’ in Crocodile Dundee (Faiman 1986). The cattle drove in Australia is 
therefore, quite literally, a journey through the Never-Never.  
Further, there are strong parallels between the Never-Never and other imaginary 
realms with unspecified geographic locations. Australia self-consciously makes the link 
between the Northern Territory and the magical ‘Land of Oz’ to which Dorothy travels in The 
Wizard of Oz. In war era musicals set in the American Midwest, especially in the fairytale 
musical The Wizard of Oz, which was released on the heels of the Great Depression and on 
the brink of the European refugee crisis of the Second World War (Bronfen 2004: 91), home 
‘was validated as the source of love, harmony, and stability’ (Recchia 1998: 204). American 
studies scholar Edward Recchia argues The Wizard of Oz plays on the connotations of its 
setting in the heartland of the American Midwest to develop its theme and to ‘act as a 
positive foil against the encroaching manipulation, materialism, and amorality of the modern 
age’ (Recchia 1998: 205). This observation could equally well apply to the film Australia; 
however, in both films a fantasy land—the Land of Oz, the partially computer generated 
landscape of Australia, and Never-Never Land—has equal importance in developing the 
                                                
4 There is no desert in the tropical northern river regions of the Northern Territory and the 
Kuraman itself does not exist, but Luhrmann’s choice of name may relate to the Karaman 
Aboriginal people of the region near Mataranka (Mitchell and Stadler 2010: np). 
thematic significance of home. In Home in Hollywood: The Imaginary Geography of 
Cinema, Elizabeth Bronfen argues:  
  
The concept of home refers to an impossible place, a utopia—but also to an extimate 
place, a notion of belonging as a possibility that one carries around with oneself in 
fantasy to help mitigate the lack of satisfaction in one’s real living conditions, to a 
symbolic fiction that makes one’s actual place of habitation bearable. (2004: 73)  
  
While Bronfen is writing about The Wizard of Oz, we argue that this notion of a fantasy space 
guaranteeing the possibility of belonging to a homeland despite or because of dissatisfaction 
with one’s own living conditions is equally relevant both to Australia and to its related 
‘Come Walkabout’ advertising campaign for Tourism Australia. Like Dorothy’s journey in 
the Land of Oz, Sarah’s journey through the Never-Never is also imagined as a liminal, 
transitory space where the heroine’s mettle is tested and her dreams are realized so that she 
may find her proper place in the world, her spiritual home. Similarly, the tourism campaign’s 
invitation to international travelers to ‘lose yourself in the movie; find yourself in Australia’, 
suggests it is the journey itself that offers the possibility of self-discovery through connecting 
with the land: ‘to find yourself, sometimes you need to lose yourself. In Australia they call 
this going walkabout’.  
The relationship between Australia and its associated tourism campaign further 
complicates the film's affective appeals and emphasis on journeying. The film's overt 
commercialism also sits uncomfortably with its attempts to depict Indigenous ways of seeing 
the landscape and to address the history of the Stolen Generations and the terra nullius myth 
it is this complex relationship between travel narratives, the touristic gaze, nationalism, and 
land ownership that we now turn to.  
 
Travel Narratives, the Touristic Gaze, and the 'Indigenized' Landscape  
Just as ‘Australia’s creation as an Oz is tied to an ongoing nationalist project of self-
definition’ (Robertson 1997: 272), it is also a national project of self-exhibition in terms of 
exporting ‘the Land of Oz’ as a magical holiday destination, populated with amazing 
characters. The close connection between the exploratory, touristic gaze and cinematic stories 
of travelers in a strange land has persisted throughout Australian screen history—perhaps 
most notoriously in Crocodile Dundee’s boost to Australian tourism in the 1980s through 
association with Paul Hogan’s ‘shrimp on the barbie’ advertising campaign for the Australian 
Tourism Commission (Hudson and Ritchie 2007: 391; Busby and Klug 2001: 317; Crawford 
2010: 50). According to Australian Studies scholar David Carter, Crocodile Dundee was a 
turning-point in Australian landscape film in that it 'repeat[ed] scarcely any of the familiar 
tropes of Australian landscape' and provided a 'tourist image' of Australia for both national 
and international audiences, all the while exuding a 'self-knowing "at-homeness"' (1996: 91). 
Even earlier, Charles Chauvel, made a name for himself through location shooting and a 
heartfelt desire ‘to make Australia a film star’ (Cunningham 1991: 26) in landscape movies 
such as Jedda (1955) and Sons of Matthew (1949). Chauvel also worked on a television 
documentary series called Australian Walkabout (1956–58), which was designed to entice 
travelers to experience Australia and explore its landmarks and locations including Sydney, 
Broken Hill, station homesteads, Central Australia and Darwin.  
The parallels between Chauvel’s project and Luhrmann’s own are inescapable, since 
the release of Australia coincided with internationally screened commercials that Luhrmann 
directed for Tourism Australia’s ‘Walkabout’ destination marketing campaign.5 These 
advertisements feature Brandon Walters in character as Nullah, bewitching people 
dissatisfied with their busy lives in urban centres around the world with an invitation to 
‘come walkabout’. After being magically transported on a dream holiday to Australia, the 
travelers depart transformed and rejuvenated. The theme of personal transformation through 
the uniquely Australian (and distinctly Aboriginal) concept of ‘going walkabout’ or ‘going 
                                                
5 The campaign was heralded by widespread use of the slogan ‘See the film; see the country’ 
and was accompanied by print media ads using the ‘Arrived and Departed’ strap-line to 
promote Australia as a transformative destination. For example, one campaign image of a 
convertible racing along a coastal road with blue sky and a dazzling seascape in the 
background bears the text ‘Arrived driven by a need to escape; Departed not wanting the 
journey to end.’ State tourism bodies launched companion campaigns that also tied in with 
the movie. For instance, Tourism WA promoted the Kimberley location where much of 
Australia was shot with the slogan 'Western Australia: the real star of Australia’, using the 
map of Australia and the font employed in the titles and posters for Luhrmann’s film. The 
Northern Territory leveraged its association with the mythical terrain of the Never-Never to 
brand itself as ‘Movie Territory’, promoting film induced tourism with brochures detailing 
classic Australian films and their shooting locations accompanied by the slogan ‘You’ll 
never-never know, if you never-never go’. Meanwhile, Australia’s smallest state, Tasmania, 
launched a spoof campaign featuring the font and images from the film and the strap-line 
‘Tasmania: Bigger than Australia’. 
bush’ is an example of how the tourism industry actively seeks to consolidate the bond 
between place and identity upon which much research in tourism studies has focused. For 
instance, as Andrew Church and Tim Coles write in their anthology Tourism, Power and 
Space: ‘As with other forms of movement, tourism is embedded in people’s spatio-temporal 
life paths; it is an integral component of a person’s life, their being, identity’ (2007: 279).  
Susan Beeton’s influential Film-Induced Tourism (2005) researches cinema’s 
potential to function as an extended advertising brochure, creating enticing destination 
images for the audience. Subsequently, tourism theorist David Crouch has explored how 
people engage with and make sense of places, not only through destination images but also 
through the tour and the tourist encounter as forms of spatial action (2007). Crouch argues for 
the transformative power of tourism, claiming that the traveller ‘engages in a practice of 
identification and of power, shaping, reshaping and making sense. Meanings, values, 
relations and identities are open to negotiation, to being sustained, and to being reworked’ 
(2007: 58). Indeed, as media geographers Stuart Aitkin and Christopher Lukinbeal write, 
human subjectivity is defined in part by how we identify with places:  
  
Space is assumed to be more than a passive stage upon which actors compromise, 
negotiate, and struggle because it constitutes, and is constituted by, power relations. It 
is not difficult to argue that social relations constitute, form, and manage space but, in 
a very real sense, space is more than an end-product of these processes, it is itself a 
process. It may follow, then, that the reproduction of space parallels the reproduction 
of other forms of identity. (1997: 351)  
  
This relationship between place, identity and the reproduction of space in cinematic texts is 
staged most obviously in travel narratives and particularly those that appeal to the viewer as a 
'virtual tourist'.6 Indeed, in Landscape and Film Martin Lefebvre points out that cinema has 
catered to an interest in sightseeing since its earliest years due to the coincidence of 
nineteenth century colonialism, developments in film technology and transportation, and the 
                                                
6 In their research on Australian road movies, Rama Venkataswamy, Catherine Simpson and 
Tanja Visosevic argue that the process of being in transit ‘problematises identity and 
identification in the sense that it ubiquitously occupies that liminal space between the real 
and the imaginary, ‘home’ and ‘not home’, town and country, between suburbia and the bush, 
between culture and nature’ (Venkataswamy et al. 2001: 83). 
emergence of tourism and a traveling leisure class (2006: xi). The very notion of sightseeing 
implies a certain amount of superficiality, also registered in the concept of the touristic 'gaze'. 
In his book on the tourist gaze, John Urry contrasts the transience, commercialism, leisure, 
pleasure and pastiche of tourists' perceptions and experiences of place with normative 
constructions of work, home, and the everyday. Urry argues that 'there is typically a clear 
distinction between the familiar and the faraway and that such differences produce distinct 
kinds of liminal zones' (2002: 12) which locate the tourist experience as somehow out of 
time, out of place.  
The connection between tourism, commerce and consumption is elided in Australia 
and its associated tourism ads, which stress the experience of the landscape rather than the 
consumptive practices of tourism. And it is precisely this acquisitive, consuming impulse that 
taints tourism. As Urry points out, 'non-tourist practices, such as film, TV, literature' 
simultaneously construct and sustain fantasies of place that feed and reinforce the tourist gaze 
(2002: 3). Although tourism is a disparaged word for the practices of travelling and visitation, 
yet the film protagonists and the audience members who accompany them through the story 
world are themselves travellers 'on the road'. That is, the ‘virtual tourism’ in which audiences 
of landscape films participate also entails a form of travelling and encountering the world and 
may also have a transformative dimension, however limited. One way in which both the 
touristic gaze and narrative immersion in landscape cinema can prompt audiences to revisit 
assumptions about the land, identity and ownership.  
Indeed, this is mirrored at the narrative level of the film in Lady Sarah's 
transformation. She arrives in Australia as an outsider who sees Faraway Downs as her 
property, and who expects her stay to be only temporary. By the end of the film, she is 
represented as having a 'deep' connection to the land and feels a part of both the Indigenous 
and settler communities. In effect, the viewer is expected to identify with her as a model for 
an enlightened, 'indigenized' relationship with the Australian landscape, but one that doesn't 
entirely exclude commercial uses of the land. As we have argued above, Sarah's awakening 
to the land is implicitly linked to her journey through the affective space of the Never-Never, 
and it is while traversing the Kuraman desert that she comes to appreciate Indigenous 
knowledge of the land and its power as Nullah's grandfather, King George (David Gulpilil), 
navigates the songlines of the desert. Despite how important 'Indigenous' ways of seeing the 
land are to the film, the ideologically loaded issue of Aboriginal land rights is not directly 
confronted in Australia and the question of whose home Australia and Faraway Downs is 
remains tacit.  
According to Australian film theorists Felicity Collins and Therese Davis, the 
‘landscape tradition’ of Australian cinema ‘anchored national identity to British settlement of 
the land’ (2004: 7). Collins and Davis refer to two categories of Australian landscape films, 
the pastoral and the purgatorial, arguing that ways of representing the land correspond to 
ways of negotiating ideological values and understandings of national identity and belonging. 
Government funded period films shot in pastoral settings, such as The Man From Snowy 
River (Miller 1982), typically present a ‘tasteful,’ ‘nostalgic’ version of the Australian 
landscape and history (Dermody and Jacka 1987: 32). This filmmaking tradition has tended 
to romanticise settler history or naturalise white landholding practices through ‘the myth of 
innocent settlement of unoccupied territory’ (Collins and Davis 2004: 77). It is only recently 
that films by or about Indigenous Australians—for instance, Rolf De Heer’s Ten Canoes in 
2006 and Warwick Thornton’s Samson and Delilah in 2009—have begun to tell quite a 
different story.  
Australia pays homage to the landscape tradition, yet it also seeks to produce a 
revisionist version of Australian history that acknowledges Indigenous perspectives. For 
instance, the maps and aerial cinematography of the sparsely populated landscape in 
Australia show spaces imagined as uncultivated, largely uninhabited, and waiting to be 
branded with the Carney Cattle Company insignia, if not for the lone figure of an Aborigine 
standing sentinel on the map of Faraway Downs. Colonial expansion, land ownership, 
pastoral cultivation, and the issue of where Aborigines belong in Australian land and culture 
are central to the history and narrative of nationhood expressed in Australia.  
In her research on Australian road movies, Hilary Harris suggests cinematic 
journeys through the Australian landscape represent cultural hybridity through narratives of 
social mobility reliant on the geographic location of Australia as south of Asia and, equally, 
on the exoticization of the ‘Other’ inherent in Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism and 
Vijay Mishra’s concomitant concept, Aboriginalism (Harris 2006: 104; Said 1978; Mishra 
1988). Harris argues that conjoining Indigeneity and the desert landscape in cinematic travel 
narratives is one way in which white Australia visually appropriates Aboriginal culture, using 
it to fortify a myth of national identity and to create an inclusive space (2006: 103). She sees 
the road as a fantasy space within which Indigenous inhabitants of the land can coexist with 
the immigrant and the traveller who encroach upon it (Harris 2006: 100). Carter traces this 
tendency towards 'aesthetic appropriation' and 'cultural assimilation' of Indigenous landscapes 
in Australian film to the 1990s, and once more specifically to Crocodile Dundee. This shift, 
he argues, signifies a change 'in attitudes to place, a moment of “decolonialisation”, a move 
towards new ways of seeing and identifying with non-European landscapes' and might even 
be termed ‘ecological’ (1996: 92). And yet, Carter maintains, this emergent discourse 
requires a ‘critical posture’ for it ‘expresses an original, powerful and dangerous myth of 
non-Aboriginal belonging: […] dangerous in that it both recognises and effaces the 
distinctive nature of indigenous claims to land’ (1996: 92). This suggests travel films such as 
Australia may both reinforce and unsettle dominant ideological conceptions of land, nation, 
and identity.  
Collins and Davis tackle issues such as Aboriginal land rights, reconciliation, and 
shifting concepts of history and national identity as the nation reassesses its ‘founding myth’ 
of terra nullius in the ‘aftershock’ of land rights disputes. The legal doctrine of terra nullius 
defined pre-colonial Australia as an empty ‘no man’s land’ and therefore nullified the land 
rights of its original occupants and invalidated their form of culture and their status as human 
beings. Collins and Davis argue the High Court’s Mabo decision of 1992 caused a paradigm 
shift in thinking about identity, the land, and belonging in Australia, suggesting, ‘our relation 
to landscape, as the template of national identity in Australian cinema, might also be 
undergoing a paradigm shift’ (2004: 78).  
Luhrmann’s film was produced after Mabo and after the debunking of the terra 
nullius myth. Contemporary Australians share a popular awareness that:  
[T]he continent has been written over by Indigenous languages, songlines, dreaming 
stories and Law for 40 000 years or more. Since the Mabo decision at least, the image 
of the outback landscape in cinema provokes recognition of historical amnesia (rather 
than an unknowable, sublime, interior void) as the founding structure of settler 
Australia’s myths of belonging. (Collins and Davis 2004: 76).  
This impulse to discredit terra nullius and validate Aboriginal land rights is eclipsed by 
Australia’s focus on the stolen generations issue and on the emotional and literal journeys of 
Sarah Ashley in wartime Australia. However, Australia concludes when King George puts 
his arm around his grandson and states ‘we are heading home to my country, to our country,’ 
to the Aboriginal territory of Arnhem Land. This reclaims Nullah into his Indigenous culture 
and community and it can be read as an assertion of Indigenous custodianship of the land 
when King George refers to ‘my country.’ Yet the phrase ‘our country’ is not firmly 
anchored to King George and Nullah and could be understood to include the film’s white 
characters and its predominantly white audience, signaling the reconciliatory fantasy of the 
narrative and the companionable journey that the screen characters and the audience have 
undertaken together in the course of the film. In this sense, Australia is what Collins and 
Davis might term a post-Mabo fantasy set in pre-Mabo times, located in the imagined 
geography of the Never-Never.  
 
Conclusion  
We have demonstrated that journeys through the mythical terrain of the Never-Never in 
Australia construct a space that is symbolic and ideological, communicating myths of 
nationhood, history and identity in a manner at once grounded in the Australian landscape yet 
liberated from physical geography. The Never-Never is a place that cannot be fixed on any 
map, as evident in Luhrmann’s creative relocation of landmarks from the Kimberley into the 
region around Elsey Station, Kakadu and Arnhem Land. In Australia the Never-Never is 
imagined as a place that is both arid and fertile, located simultaneously in central Australia 
and the far North. Carleton contends the North ‘takes on a range of complex and frequently 
contradictory cultural signifiers: it is redneck and progressive, masculine and feminine, 
cultural frontier and hub, segregationist and assimilationist, our shameful past and our 
idealized future’ (2009: 55). As a fantasy space that subtends (or is subtended by) the North, 
the Never-Never occupies a special place in the national imaginary as allegorical landscape 
representing threat and exotic allure.  
And yet the Never-Never goes beyond being simply a space of 'fantasy'. Indeed, the 
Never-Never acts as a kind of heterotopia, a ‘counter-site’ that, in Michel Foucault’s 
formulation, at once represents, contests, and inverts all of the real sites within a culture 
(1986: 24). In contrast to the non-place of utopia, heterotopia 'is capable of juxtaposing in a 
single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible’ (1986: 25). 
Foucault articulates two different ways in which heterotopias may relate to time. First, he 
states, there are those heterotopias, such as museums and libraries, that express nineteenth-
century modernity’s ‘will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes, the 
idea of constituting a place of all times that is itself outside of time and inaccessible to its 
ravages’ (26). On the other hand, there are heterotopias, such as fairgrounds and festivals that 
relate to time ‘in its most fleeting, transitory, precarious aspect’. The Dream Time of the 
Never-Never expresses both and neither of these temporalities. As Environmental Studies 
scholar Paul Faulstich explains, the Indigenous concept of the Dreaming 'exist[s] 
simultaneously in the past, present, and future,' and 'overlaps and envelops contemporary 
Aboriginal existence' (203). Australia invokes this paradoxical temporal co-presence of the 
Never-Never, particularly when King George follows, by performing, ritualised songlines of 
his ancestors to guide the travellers through the Kuraman.  
Australia is yet another example in a tradition of landscape films post-Crocodile 
Dundee that present an indigenized way of seeing the landscape tied to commercial tourism 
and the latest in a tradition of post-Mabo films that present a fantasy of reconciliation. The 
film offers the possibility of re-seeing the landscape or rethinking issues of ownership and 
nationality, but Carter's call for a 'critical posture' stands. Certainly in Australia we see 
Luhrmann’s attempt to portray an enlightened White settler culture that rejects the capitalist 
appropriation of land; contrived and melodramatic as it might be, by the end of the film we 
feel that Lady Sarah is as much owned by Faraway Downs as she is owner of it. Here the 
white landowner takes up Indigenous modes of ‘belonging to country’ as a means of 
developing their own sense of place somehow outside the land’s conflicted colonial history. 
Indeed, as the production notes for Australia boldly claim: ‘Australia is a metaphor for the 
feelings of mystery, romance and excitement conjured up by a distant, exotic place where 
people can transform their lives, spirits can be reborn, and love conquers all’ (Twentieth 
Century Fox, 2008: 3). For Lukinbeal, landscape does have the power to shape identify; he 
argues that ‘landscape identity is not simply about the material landscape, but rather, identity 
is continually constructed and negotiated by the people in the landscape through their 
narratives and history’ (2005: 15). When the landscape functions as metaphor or allegory, its 
material form takes on abstract or spiritual meaning; this is one way ‘meaning and ideology 
are appropriated into landscape,’ frequently naturalizing and affirming dominant narratives of 
history, identity and entitlement (Lukinbeal 2005: 13). The cinematic representation of the 
landscape as challenging, empty, mythic and yet a space of belonging is thus a form of 
selective ideological work in which the nation comes to terms with Indigenous-settler 
relations.  
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